S enior WHO and World
Bank officials have warned donor countries and developing countries that many poor nations are behind in meeting the millennium development goals (MDGs) by the target date of 2015, and stressed that more resources and good policies and programmes are needed.
"Our assessment on progress-being now at midpoint-is that we are not on track. Things need to change. We need to step up efforts", said Kerstin Leitner, WHO assistant director general for sustainable development, during a 2-day meeting in Geneva of stakeholders on health-related MDGs.
The health-related goals include: halving maternal and child mortality rates by 2015; halving the proportion of people who suffer hunger; combating HIV/AIDS and other infectious diseases; and enhancing access to safe drinking water and essential drugs.
Jean-Louis Sarbib, World Bank senior vice president for human development, sent an equally blunt message.
"A lot more needs to be done to accelerate progress", he said, and summed up that "the picture so far is mixed".
A recent study by the World Bank concluded that so far no sub-Saharan African country is on target to reach the MDGs.
At the current pace, it said, only about 16% of countries are on track and only about 17% are likely to meet the maternal mortality target.
With regards to health, Sarbib said, actions must be taken to ensure that the focus is very much on issues that are necessary to provide services to poor people in particular, and to set up information systems by which the countries, and their external partners, can monitor the progress that they are making.
However, Nigeria's minister of finance, Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, pointed out that some poor countries do have good policies and are respecting their obligations to implement reforms and manage resources effectively, but "they are not getting adequate resources to work on these healthrelated issues-be it on HIV/AIDS, malaria, tuberculosis, polio, or other diseases that would contribute towards the health-related millennium goals".
As a case in point, Okonjo-Iweala stressed that Uganda and Tanzania are implementing reforms both on the economic side and on health side.
However, she went on to say that both countries have estimated that a minimum package to meet the health targets by 2015, would cost about US$28 per capita.
"But right now their governments are putting in only about $7 per capita. This is what they have. This means there is a resource gap of about $21 dollars, which is missing and they have not been able to get."
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Access to safe drinking water is one of the millennium goals
Still Pictures
Many countries not on target to reach millennium goals Japan steps up SARS plans J apan is to form a team of experts later this year to combat outbreaks of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), a newspaper reported last week, as a third suspected case of the disease emerged in the southern Chinese province of Guangdong.
According to the Yomiuri Shimbun, the health and welfare ministry will dispatch teams of doctors to affected regions to treat victims of SARS and other-new-infectious diseases and try to locate the source of the outbreaks.
Their work will be coordinated by staff at an international epidemic disease centrethe first of its kind in Japan-due to open in October at the International Medical Centre of Japan in Tokyo. The health ministry will provide ¥46 million (US$430 000) for the unit in its first year, according to the Yomiuri.
The initiative is an attempt by Japanese authorities to play a bigger part in preventing a repeat of last year's SARS outbreak, which killed more than 700 people and infected at least 8000 others.
Although Japan sent a team of doctors to China to treat SARS patients last May, critics say it lags behind the USA and Europe in efforts to deal with new and virulent strains of influenza and other diseases.
A reminder of the threat posed by infectious diseases, including those, like SARS, which are suspected of originating in animals, came last week when a team from Tokyo University said they had discovered a once-dormant type A strain of influenza in seals in the Caspian Sea. Type A viruses were behind the Hong Kong flu pandemic in 1968-69 that killed about 1 million people. Nobuyuki Miyazaki, from the university's Ocean Research Institute, said the flu strain, which passed from human beings to seals via airborne infection in 1979, had become active among the local seal population.
"There is a possibility that in the future, the virus will pass back from seals to humans", he told The Lancet. "The reappearance of the virus after so many years could mean that people's immune systems will no longer be able to fight it."
Miyazaki said recent outbreaks of avian flu in Asia, including the first case in Japan for 79 years, proved that more research needed to be done into the relationship between viruses in human beings and wild animals.
"As our Caspian Sea investigation shows, we need to develop a system to prevent viral infections being passed from animals to the human population. SARS and bird flu are typical examples."
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